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accept administration unless the garrison of King's men,
which is stationed, as in a citadel, to control and enslave
it, be entirely broken and disbanded, and every work they
have thrown up be levelled with the ground. The disposition
of public men to keep this corps together, and to act under
it, or to co-operate with it, is a touchstone by which every
administration ought in future to be judged." So Burke
had written in 1770, and his words are the best interpretation
of much that happened thirteen and fourteen years later.
The history of the three years from 1779 to 1782 is
largely the history of this reform agitation in the country.
Its importance can scarcely be overestimated, as a symptom
or as an influence in British politics.1 Not only was it the
most impressive, the most general, and the most nearly
spontaneous of the public agitations of the eighteenth cen-
tury ; it created the momentum that was needed to carry the
great reforms of 1782, and it made public discussion a new
power in England. The agitation began with a meeting
in York at the end of the year 1779, at which, after a long
and open discussion, it was resolved to present a petition
to Parliament in favour of economy. The petitioners " ob-
served with grief, that notwithstanding the calamitous and
impoverished condition of the nation, much public money
had been improvidently squandered, that many individuals
enjoyed sinecure places, efficient places with exorbitant emolu-
ments, and pensions unmerited by public service to a large
and still increasing amount, whence the Crown had acquired
a great and unconstitutional influence, which, if not checked,
might soon prove fatal to the liberties of this country. . . .
They therefore appealing to the justice of the Commons,
most earnestly requested, before any new burdens were laid
upon the country, effectual measures might be taken by
that House to inquire into and correct the gross abuses
In the expenditure of public money, to reduce all exorbitant
emoluments, to rescind and abolish all sinecure places and
1 The details of this agitation I have taken from the useful work of Mr.
Jephson,  The History of the Platform*